explanations which medicine offered for the Gulf veterans' strange symptoms-fatigue, headaches, diarrhoea, shortness of breath, and impaired memory. As Wheelwright explains, two main schools of thought soon emerged-the stress hypothesis and the toxic exposure hypothesis; and, although he pretends for a while to be even-handed between them, it is soon apparent that his money is on stress.
Elaine Showalter's Hystories (New York, 1997) argued forcefully that Gulf War Syndrome was just another of the hysterical epidemics to whichfin-de-siecle America is prone; and that its seemingly novel symptoms were actually much the same as those of Soldiers' Heart and Effort Syndrome, albeit fanned and framed by modem culture. Wheelwright comes to roughly the same conclusion, though he takes an awful long time getting there. (Despite the title, Da Costa and Sir Thomas Lewis do not show up till page 280). It is unclear whether the author, whose background is in environmental science not medicine, is genuinely unaware of the historical continuities until he is told to read Edward Shorter (on p. 257) or is artfully withholding information to sustain the "mystery" and hold his readers. He never mentions the "psychosomatic" literature of the 1930s, though the line he ultimately takes is not all that different.
The irritable heart has been critically mauled and it is not hard to see why. As objective journalism, it does not begin. The five cases are arbitrarily chosenpresumably because they were available; the arguments for the toxic hypothesis get short shrift; and the possible role of the vaccines given to soldiers in the Gulf-regarded by some as the likeliest culprit-is ignored. Wheelwright skirts nervously around the issue of intelligence, usually important with suggestible people (once, doctors spoke plainly of "weakness of will and of intellect"). And, despite some shrewd insights, he never properly examines the part played by the media-or the Internet-in the vectoring of Gulf War Syndrome.
Added to which, The irritable heart is a very irritating read. The narrative-fuelsanalysis formula misfires here because rapid inter-cutting obscures the outline of the medical debate and makes the case histories seem interminable. Wheelwright has a maddeningly folksy style, records his subjects' lives with tiresome detail and, worst of all, likes to share irrelevant personal information; the final paragraph is about his own depression.
Yet, inside The irritable heart a much better book is struggling to emerge. Amid the dross, there is some good reporting and the book conveys very well how America's doctors, having over-medicalized their patients, are now finding ways to wean them off their dependency. For that alone, I suspect future medical historians will be grateful to Jeff Wheelwright.
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